Mirna Kvajo: Emotions are a fascinating subject that has been explored for decades. The research that focuses on emotions and how they interact with other mental processes such as cognition is very diverse, spanning from animal studies to studies in humans and also studies in cells. Where do you see the field today?
Joe LeDoux: When I started on in this field in the late 1970s, early 1980s, there wasn't much going on. It was sort of wide open, so we just charged ahead and the field evolved with the few people that were doing [this kind of work] at the time. My personal opinion is we're kind of at a crossroads now. We've done a lot of work, but we haven't thought as much about what we're studying, so the important thing to move forward with, while continuing the research, is a sharper conceptualization of what we're studying.
MK: What do you mean when you say ''what we're studying''? JL: Well, what is an emotion, for example? The most common answer will be that it's a subjective experience that you have when you're in a particular situation. When you're in danger, you feel fear; when you enjoy eating something nice, you feel pleasure. For me, an important first step is to restrict emotion to that limited category of events, the subjective experiences we have. Because if you start with something like fear as a topic and you separate out the subjective experience of fear, which is also called fear, from all of the behavior and physiology and other cognitions and other things going on that are also called fear sometimes, nobody knows what you're talking about when you talk about fear. By restricting the term fear or other emotion terms to the mental states that they are supposed to represent, you make an important step toward cleaning up what we're talking about when we talk to each other about emotion.
MK: When you think about fear in a way in which you can experiment with it [in animals], you also try not to narrow it down too much so that it can be applicable to human studies, right?
JL: Well, I would say you can't study emotions in animals. MK: You can't? JL: You cannot. Because if you limit it to subjective experiences, there's no way to study that in an animal. And that's another important point because what we can do once we get to that point is say, ''What can we study similarly in humans and animals?'' That's everything else, basically, from cognition to physiology, appraisals, [and] 
behavior [JL's note: This is not a denial of animal emotion; it's a methodological point.]
MK: So, Liz, you've been doing studies on humans, right? Liz Phelps: I have, and I started in cognitive psychology. What's interesting about cognitive psychology is that it really emerged from the computer metaphor. Previously, there was behaviorism, where you weren't supposed to talk about what's going on in the mind, but computers came along, and people started to break down cognition like a computer program, and early models of cognition looked a lot like steps in a computer program. And that metaphor that inspired cognitive psychology left out emotion and kind of put it over to social psychology and clinical psychology, personality psychology, so there wasn't a lot of research on emotion when I got started in cognitive psychology. There were certainly people like Ulric Neisser who
